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Editorial 
g by Paul Cook

I have been enchanted by and in-
trigued with performance for many 
years. What is required of perform-
ers to be able to connect with the au-
dience, be focused and open at the 
same time, bring together hours of 
practice to a culminating moment of 
inspiration that moves the audience?

Over the last 30 years I have been 
teaching and researching the Alexan-
der Technique.  I also hold a PhD in 
education, where I have studied how 
we learn, how we teach, how we learn 
to teach and how teachers, students 
and researchers can work together, 
collaborating and learning from one 
another.

I have often wondered what educa-
tional theories and practices can offer 
Alexander teachers, and how teaching 
Alexander Technique informs my work 
as an educator and researcher.

Current learning theories explore 
how we learn in terms of a process 
of co-construction of knowledge.  
Learning is described as an activity 
of making links between what we al-
ready know and what we are learn-
ing.  Learning is seen as an active and 
creative process that involves asking 
questions and seeking answers.  Most 
educational theories explore the cog-
nitive and sometimes the emotional 
aspects of the learner and rarely go 
beyond that.   John Dewey, an edu-
cator, philosopher and one of Alexan-
der’s students drew our attention to 
the importance of learning through 

Learning, teaching, music-making 
and the Alexander Technique
Gabriella Minnes Brandes

experimenting and seeing students 
holistically. But even Dewey who de-
scribed the process of learning did not 
explore what teachers need to do in 
order to teach.  However, F. M. Alex-
ander brought forward a unique ad-
dition to the discussion of pedagogy.  
Alexander sees both teacher and stu-
dent as co-constructors of embodied 
knowledge, exploring their own use 
and function as the key component of 
learning and teaching.  Teachers must 
work on themselves as they teach, ar-
gues Alexander.  In order to have stu-
dents learn, teachers need to work on 
themselves and use their hands, so 
that students experience new ways of 
moving, that are out of their habit.

Musicians spend endless hours prac-
ticing, analyzing music, working with 
muscle memory, intention and com-
munication.  Alexander teachers are 
skilled at managing their own psy-
cho-physical coordination while as-
sisting students to attend to their 
own coordination, and with a unique 
hands-on process bring about self 
realization unavailable via traditional 
teaching methods. As a result, Alexan-
der teachers are instrumental in sup-
porting musicians who seek efficien-
cy of use to allow for communication 
through sound.

We offer these articles hoping that 
they enrich your repertoire of ideas of 
application of Alexander principles and 
making music, and invite you to seek 
further connections between creativity 
and Alexander Technique.

Without music our lives would be be-
reft of emotion. The drive for the hu-
man to create music is all too often 
impeded by his inability to sustainably 
use himself––and impede himself 
he does unfortunately to great affect. 
And what of the musician wanting to 
continually refine and improve their 
performance?

Within this spirited issue we pro-
vide inspiration for the injured, prin-
ciples for self-study and method for 
all teachers. Please enjoy and share 
these thoughtful articles and multi-
ply our mission to bring Alexander to a 
wider audience in the world.

September 15th, 2016
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Kevan A.C. Martin is a Director of the In-
stitute of Neuroinformatics, a joint Institute 
of the University of Zurich and the Swiss 
Federal Institute of Technology.

There is the story of a famous music conductor arriving 
at the pearly gates of heaven, pushing to the front of the 
queue and insisting that St. Peter take him to God immedi-
ately. “What could possibly be so urgent?” inquires St. Peter. 
“All my life I have wanted to know one thing: why are minor 
keys sad?” replies the conductor. 

At the Alexander Congress in Limerick we heard perfor-
mances of Irish laments, which evoked in us the aching 
sense of regret, loss and sadness, yet the performanc-
es did not leave us depressed or suicidal, instead they left 
us deeply moved and uplifted.  Why? One likely reason is 
that our immediate social and physical environment was 
not negative––we were at an exciting Congress, in a lovely 
place, with friends and uplifting circumstances. Even when 
Irish laments evoked sadness, we found them to be plea-
surable, even cathartic. 

Similarly, if we compare our response to Kylie Minogue’s, 
“I should be so lucky” and Purcell’s Plaint, “Let me weep” 
from the Faerie Queen, we might find that Kylie’s song 
makes us tap our foot, sing along, or even get up and 
dance. The Plaint by contrast, gives us shivers down the 
spine and goosebumps, inducing in us an intense, alert still-
ness. Possessing eclectic musical tastes we might enjoy 
hearing both pieces, but in isolation we respond physically 
and emotionally in entirely different ways to the two pieces. 
Why? Perhaps the haunting beauty of Purcell comes closer 
to our own expression of self and feeling of social connect-
edness and has more existential meaning for us than Kylie’s 
happy, bouncy song, which just makes us smile.

The responses we have to music depend greatly on context, 
culture, era, age, and our own memories. Cultural learning 
is particularly important. The Tsimane people, who live on a 
remote tributary of the Amazon can detect no difference be-
tween consonant and dissonant sounds, so their emotional 

response to an Irish lament will necessarily be very different 
to ours. Even the history of Western music has seen huge 
shifts in our perceptions––for example, once there were no 
black notes on keyboards and even church authorities de-
scribed the tritone (a chord of three whole tones) as diabol-
us in musica (“the Devil in music”) and banned it. 

Psychologists and neuroscientists have devoted many years 
of research in an effort to understand the powerful chang-
es in mood, physiology and behaviour that music can evoke, 
not least because of its therapeutic potential. Because our 
personal experience is so crucial to our response to music, 
it is unsurprising to discover that brain circuit structures as-
sociated with episodic memory, like the hippocampus and 
parahippocampal gyrus, are active while we listen to mu-
sic. Functional brain imaging also reveals that the usual 
suspects, like the anterior cingulate cortex and the insular 
cortex increase their activity during emotional experiences, 
but this is not to say they actually cause these emotions. In-
deed, science is a long way from explaining how the chang-
es in air pressure arriving at our ears, which we interpret as 
“music”, exerts such a multitude of effects on us. Nonethe-
less, when we reflect on the overall importance of music in 
our lives, we might agree with the poet Joseph Addison, 

“Music, the greatest good that mortals know
And all of heaven we have below.”

THE SCIENCE REPORT:

If Music Be The Food of Thought
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Alexander Technique Meets Music
by Ann Shoebridge

Musicians want to play or sing music well. Audiences and musicians are most satisfied when a musician communicates 
a musical idea, story or emotion very clearly. 

The Alexander Technique, with its capacity to refine artistic 
and technical expression is well suited to this purpose. It is 
also ideally placed as a means to counter one of the ma-
jor obstacles to musicians’ ongoing ability to play: physical 
symptoms occurring––and usually recurring––as a result 
of playing the instrument. The Alexander Technique engag-
es simultaneously with musicians’ performance aspirations 
and their health interests.

The Alexander Technique is intrinsically performing-arts 
based. FM Alexander himself realised unexpected improve-
ments in his acting as he learned to intercept adverse hab-
its, altering the degree, the order and the manner in which 
he recruited his muscles to overcome a performance-relat-
ed voice problem. Key to these improvements was discov-
ering that his inward intention, his physical organisation and 
the quality of his expression all worked together. Alexander 
was a nineteenth century pioneer of concepts more recent-
ly discussed in neuroscience: that we react unconscious-
ly and act consciously, that the mind and body are indivis-
ible and that constructive change is achieved by pursuing 
a clear intention.1, 2 The question is, how is this relevant to 
musicians?

Performance Quality

Singing or playing music involves intricate mastery of the 
physical movements involved in producing notes and the re-
sponsiveness to communicate every nuanced musical idea, 
often while supporting an awkward or heavy instrument. 
Sophisticated psychophysical coordination, a high degree 
of focus and considerable stamina are needed. Musicians 
who use principles of the Alexander Technique to engage an 
appropriate degree and distribution of effort to sing or play 
often experience greater clarity, ease and enjoyment in per-
formance. When the body and mind are working well togeth-
er, physical balance with the instrument can be experienced 
and the musical intention can emerge more clearly.3, 4 

Musicians using Alexander Technique in performance 
training describe becoming aware of habits that hamper 

performance and learning to work in a way that averts 
them.5 In their book The Alexander Technique for Musicians, 
teacher-musicians Kleinman and Buckoke quote music stu-
dents studying Alexander Technique at London’s Royal Col-
lege of Music:4

I got used to my faulty habits and they soon became 
normal and ‘right’ to me. I based my entire kinaesthet-
ic sense on this faulty instrument. I was, therefore, pro-
cessing information through a faulty filter… 
Phoebe Haines, singer

…I had been concentrating on the release of tension 
in my shoulder during playing. This had never worked 
because as soon as my attention was directed else-
where… the tension returned. However, when I consid-
ered the use of my body as a whole and concentrated on 
the basic Alexander principles… the unnecessary ten-
sion was removed and replaced by an efficient use of the 
body as a whole. 
Kate Robinson, violinist 

… we had our Rachmaninov/Prokofiev concert. I great-
ly enjoyed myself… I was able to be really in the pres-
ent whilst performing and wasn’t bothered by any of the 
usual internal dialogues… 
Brigid Coleridge, violinist

Playing-related Musculoskeletal Problems

When I began presenting Alexander Technique performance 
workshops for senior school music students over a decade 
ago, around two-thirds of students mentioned that they ex-
perienced some kind of physical problem from playing. As 
I began to work regularly with university and profession-
al musicians I found that overall health and wellbeing de-
teriorated rather than improved with musical experience. 
Informal surveys of attendees at performance workshops 
for professional musicians revealed that up to 90% had a 
history of playing-related symptoms. Recent research has 
confirmed these informal observations, reporting 56% of 
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school age musicians6, 76% of university music students7 
and 84% of professional orchestral musicians8 experienced 
playing-related musculoskeletal problems across their play-
ing lifetime, with about 50% reporting symptoms over the 
month prior to data collection. 

Thirty-five years of research into musicians’ health has so 
far failed to deliver consistent results in successfully reduc-
ing the prevalence of musicians’ injuries. The majority of re-
search studies have been carried out within a mainstream 
health framework, suggesting that a broader view may need 
to be taken to successfully address the high rates of play-
ing-related injury. 

Musicians’ Health: History

Two centuries ago, well before playing-related problems 
had been acknowledged, pianist and composer Robert 
Schumann struggled unsuccessfully to overcome paral-
ysis in the second and third fingers of his right hand that 
plagued his playing.9 Debate continues over what caused 
the paralysis, but its onset coincides with the time he began 

to train as a virtuoso pianist. His recovery strategies, which 
included the use of a finger-strengthening device, were un-
successful and his condition deteriorated.

It was perhaps not until eminent pianists Gary Graffman and 
Leon Fleischer made public in a 1980 New York Times arti-
cle the debilitating hand problems for which they had been 
unable to find medical recognition, let alone any kind of ef-
fective treatment, that the problem began to receive wide-
spread recognition.10 Their revelation exposed the problem 
of physical symptoms directly caused by playing musical in-
struments that had until then been almost entirely invisible 
and still remains somewhat opaque. Playing-related symp-
toms often interfere with the ability to play and cause an 
unknown number of musicians to cease playing completely.

“Musicians still operate within a culture of 
silence and shame with regard to injury”

Graffman and Fleisher’s article marked the beginning of 
concerted research into the plight of musicians and the 
emergence of performing arts medicine as a recognised 
discipline. Hundreds of studies have now been completed, 
many conferences held, specialist musicians’ health clinics 
set up, and national performing arts medicine organisations 
and a dedicated scientific journal, Medical Problems of Per-
forming Artists, established. 

Musicians’ Health Now

Most studies in musicians’ health have been descriptive, 
identifying the type of symptoms and the anatomical dis-
tribution of playing-related problems. The most common 
symptom is pain due to strain on musculotendinous struc-
tures.11 Other symptoms include numbness, tingling, dys-
tonia (coordination difficulties accompanied by sensorimo-
tor malfunction12), hearing difficulties caused by prolonged 
noise exposure, work-related stress, depression and perfor-
mance anxiety.13 

Symptoms arising from musculotendinous strain or senso-
rimotor changes are collectively known as playing-related 
musculoskeletal problems or disorders (PRMP or PRMD). 
PRMP are most often experienced in the neck, shoulders, 
back, upper limbs, and, in the case of wind players, around 
the mouth, soft palate and jaw. 8, 13-16 The symptom distribu-
tion is identical to the distribution of excessive playing-relat-
ed tension in the musicians with whom I have worked over 
the past fourteen years.
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Risk Factors for Playing-related Problems

Despite the body of knowledge about PRMP, research into 
underlying risk factors remains scanty. More investiga-
tion is needed to adequately understand the processes and 
factors that cause PRMP.17 However, potentially modifiable 
risk factors identified by over 75% of orchestral musicians 
as contributing to PRMP include excessive playing-related 
muscle tension, fatigue, long practice sessions, stress, and 
poor posture.8 Modifiable risk factors statistically associated 
with PRMP (although the direction of cause and effect is not 
yet established) include excessive playing-related muscle ten-
sion, stress, neck and back strain from supporting the instru-
ment while playing, the physical challenge of lifting and car-
rying heavy instruments, and inadequate rest breaks, while 
regular exercise may be protective against PRMP.7, 18, 19  
A sudden increase in playing time may be causative of 
PRMP. 20 Clinical and anecdotal evidence suggest that re-
ducing these risk factors has the potential to protect musi-
cians from injury and to aid recovery from playing-related 
injury, though formal research on this is yet to be published. 

A Culture of Avoidance

Despite efforts to introduce healthy playing practices into 
music curricula and orchestral work environments21-24, injury 
figures for musicians remain high.25 Musicians still operate 
within a culture of silence and shame with regard to injury, 
afraid that they will be looked down upon as unable to com-
pete, or that they will be passed over for work in favour of 
someone stronger or healthier.26-28 Growing recognition of the 
scale and urgency of the problem of PRMP is reflected in the 

active support and endorsement of music institutions partici-
pating in recent studies.24, 29-34 Nevertheless, the vulnerability, 
fear and frustration experienced by injured musicians in this 
fragile and competitive environment shows that we are yet to 
implement reliable prevention and intervention measures that 
answer the complexities of PRMP. 

A notable exception to the resistance of PRMP to interven-
tion is one study that decreased the frequency of play-
ing-related injuries in conservatoire students by 78% with a 
12-month program comprising injury prevention education, 
warm-up exercises and postural hygiene that included indi-
vidual instruction.35 The success of this compulsory contact 
program contrasted with poor uptake of an optional online 
health module with parallel subject content at another elite 
music training institution.36 

“Integration of wellbeing into the music 
curriculum and personalised instruction 
are critical factors”

These two studies investigating the effects of health educa-
tion on PRMP may hold some clues about effective health 
education for musicians. The program successful in reduc-
ing PRMP was compulsory, integrated into the year’s curric-
ulum, designed by a music faculty member with dual qual-
ifications in music and health, and involved personalised 
instruction. In contrast, the online module with low uptake 
was optional, had to be pursued in the musician’s own time, 
was designed by health care professionals external to the 
faculty and did not involve direct contact or personalised 
instruction. Even taking today’s economic imperatives into 
account, it is possible that integration of wellbeing into the 
music curriculum and personalised instruction are critical 
factors in the success of a performance health program.

Lopez35 found that students’ body awareness was low at the 
start of his 12-month intervention program and high at the 
end of it. He attributed improvement in performance quality 
to this improved awareness. Alexander Technique teachers 
are familiar with the neurological phenomenon of habitu-
ation, which means that the firing rates of nerve impuls-
es communicating information within the body decrease 
as movement becomes habitual. Whatever you are accus-
tomed to becomes your “normal” and any change to that 
can feel “wrong”. Without a practical alternative plan, re-
turning to “normal” and feeling “right” is the default, even if 
that default is damaging to the point of causing symptoms. 
Alexander Technique principles provide a means for change 
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that hurdles the barrier of unreliable feelings, improving kin-
aesthetic awareness in the process.

Posture

Posture(a concept Alexander rejected due to its narrow 
terms of reference) has been linked to both music perfor-
mance quality and PRMP. 37, 38 Studies on posture in musi-
cians have usually concentrated on biomechanical loading 
as a result of elevated or sustained positions, with minimal 
attention paid to internal conditions regulated by muscle 
tension levels, coordination patterns, or qualities of move-
ment that affect performance. 

“Integrating the mind and body emerged as the 
main process behind optimal posture”

A recent study developed an interdisciplinary theory of op-
timal posture for musicians using interviews with physio-
therapy lecturers, heads of university music departments 
and Alexander Technique teacher trainers. Findings from 
the analysis resolved into a theory that emphasised function 
and movement quality as the foundations of optimal pos-
ture.39 Integrating the mind and body emerged as the main 
process behind optimal posture, encompassing several in-
terrelated subprocesses. The subprocesses included over-
coming habit, maintaining ease, being in dynamic balance, 
expanding mental and physical frameworks and confronting 
barriers to change. These processes are all intrinsic to Alex-
ander Technique though “posture” is the word used in blan-
ket form to describe the area of study.

Broadening the Perspective: Workplace Health

Musicians’ health is affected by workplace and social influ-
ences as well as physical and emotional factors.40, 41 For Al-
exander Technique teachers working in music organisations 
or for musicians concerned with workplace health, it is use-
ful to be aware that organisational culture and management 
support have been shown to influence workplace health 
and productivity more than any single intervention and 
that health care programs driven by the agenda of any one 
discipline are unlikely to achieve success.42, 43 Successful 
health programs align all stakeholders’ objectives through 
collaboration and actively support behaviour change.44, 45 Al-
exander Technique teachers have a particular, highly prac-
tical skill and it is most effectively used in concert with per-
formers, music teachers, music administrations and health 
practitioners, all of whom contribute a perspective integral 
to the musicians’ wellbeing. 

How Does Alexander Technique Work?

The Alexander Technique stands apart from other mind/
body disciplines in formalising as a learned skill an expan-
sive organisation of the head, neck and back that stimu-
lates postural support reflexes, distributes effort efficient-
ly, facilitates breathing and provides dynamic support for 
freedom and power in the limbs. In the process it improves 
posture and reduces biomechanical loading on anatomical 
structures that over time probably underlies playing-relat-
ed symptoms.46, 47 This head-neck-back organisation, called 
primary control, potentially activates coordination of the 
whole artist. Even very experienced and skilled musicians 
can perform better when they coordinate themselves using 
primary control.3, 48, 49

The mainstream approach to biomechanical aspects of 
playing is to analyse and correct from outside the musician, 
often through postural training, changing playing technique, 
strengthening and stretching exercises. There is mer-
it in this. The skilled observer can see large-scale misuse 
in terms of body alignment and excess effort and suggest 
strategies to improve it. However, coordination and expres-
sion are generated from the inside, as feeling, thought and 
movement weave intricate changes throughout the whole 
person. Actively engaging the primary control accesses co-
ordination from the inside out, integrating and expressing 
not only the musician’s physicality but also the subtleties 
generated by the artistic impulse. Coordinating the prima-
ry control effectively redistributes effort, unloading over-
worked structures and stimulating underworked structures 
into action.5 The Alexander Technique is a particularly safe 
technique even when there is a lot of pain present. This is 
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because of the gentle, non-invasive manual guidance of the 
Alexander Technique teacher and the fact that the locus of 
control always remains with the client/pupil. 

The Role of Alexander Technique

The principles of Alexander Technique can be applied to any 
form of human endeavour to challenge adverse habits, im-
prove function and spur creative development. Some Alex-
ander Technique teachers may teach the Technique in the 
context of simple everyday functional activities like sitting, 
standing and lying down with the expectation that the learn-
er will extend the learned principles to other activities, while 
other teachers specialise in applying the Alexander Tech-
nique to specific fields including music, drama, dance, run-
ning, swimming, pain management, or the practice of den-
tistry or surgery.

While a teacher’s familiarity with the skills required to sing 
or play an instrument is useful, what is essential is that Al-
exander Technique teachers are expert in facilitating the 
use of primary control and the musician is expert at the in-
strument. By remaining curious as to what is required of 
the musician to play and using the principles of the Tech-
nique to respond, the Alexander Technique teacher and the 

musician can experiment together with how to apply inhi-
bition, direction, primary control, faulty sensory perception 
and appropriate effort to playing in the way that works best 
for the musician.

The role of Alexander Technique in preventing PRMP and 
reducing or assisting recovery from PRMP is yet to be es-
tablished in terms of published research. However, in deal-
ing purposefully with adverse habits, redistributing effort 
more efficiently and improving kinaesthetic awareness, Al-
exander Technique confronts a number of the risk factors 
thought to contribute to PRMP, especially decreasing exces-
sive tension and reducing biomechanical loading on ana-
tomical structures while playing or transporting instruments. 
Furthermore, musicians who use Alexander Technique to 
organise their approach to playing or singing consistent-
ly report reduction in excessive playing-related tension and 
pain as well as experiencing improvements in performance 
quality: 4

At the beginning, I thought it was just about finding a 
better position for getting rid of the pain. Later on I real-
ised that there is no posture or position in any sense of 
the words; it is all about the way of thinking and accept-
ing sensory information. My understanding of it chang-
es all the time and so does the way I listen and perform. 
Discovering the relation between the flow of sensory in-
formation in oneself and the musical flow when perform-
ing is an amazing journey in itself; and pain has no place 
in this journey. 
Savaas Koudounas, violinist & Alexander Technique 
teacher 

 For many years I believed that pain after practising was 
a normal consequence of good work. By taking Alexan-
der lessons I learned to be more aware of misuse. As a 
result, instead of playing in a way that develops repetitive 
practice with bad habits, I decided to make the choice 
to get rid of all the unnecessary stiffness which does not 
help to solve the real problems.
Claire Thirion, cellist 

Conclusion

Alexander Technique is an empirically developed tool that 
challenges faulty sensory patterns and reduces unhelp-
ful muscle tension. It provides a strategy to increase body 
awareness, and has been shown to stimulate appropriate 
balance and effort.47 Using Alexander Technique, musicians 
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can learn to be aware of how they are responding to inter-
nal impulses and external pressures and make active ongo-
ing constructive choices in meeting the complex demands 
of performance and wellbeing. 
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Music Making: Communication and Creativity
By Gabriella Minnes Brandes

Making music is a psychophysical and communicative activity that involves both art and skill in a complex, ongoing and 
ever-changing manner. Similarly, applying Alexander Technique requires the use of a set of skills creatively. 

As I reflect upon my Alexander Technique teaching practice 
of thirty years I realize that many of my students have been 
performers. I have often wondered why so many musicians 
find the Technique appealing. Musicians’ injuries, stress and 
performance anxiety are well documented1 and often lead 
them to seek help from the Alexander Technique. Musicians 
are well versed in analysing how they make music and they 
continuously evaluate the quality of sound that they make. 
Musicians have intensity and commitment as they seek 
ways to overcome challenges that arise from many hours 
of practice, and also from the particular pressures of per-
forming in front of an audience. Though musicians are not 
always aware of the ways in which they use their bodies 
when they play, they know when they are able to achieve 
what they are aiming for musically. Musicians look for the 
“means-whereby” to achieve their goals with efficiency.

In this paper I explore the connections between Alexan-
der Technique and music making through the analysis of 
interviews I conducted over a period of two years (around 
2010-2012) with twenty of my Alexander students who 
are musicians (see Appendix A). At the time of the inter-
views, some of the participants were finishing their music 
degrees, others had been professional musicians for many 
years, and some were both teaching their instrument and 
performing. Three of the participants played guitar, three 
were flutists, three professional singers, three pianists, one 
violinist, one viola player, one cellist, one oboe player, one 
clarinet player, a drummer, a saxophonist, and one French 
horn player. Their experience in Alexander Technique 
ranged from six months to 15 years of private lessons with 
me. As I write this article in 2015, six of the participants 
in this project have completed their training as Alexander 
teachers and are teaching Alexander Technique in addition 
to their careers as musicians. 

In the interviews I asked each of the musicians what 
brought them to take Alexander lessons, how they under-
stood Alexander principles and applied them in their playing, 
and if they saw tensions between focusing on music and fo-
cusing on Alexander Technique. Ultimately I was interested 

in exploring the connections between Alexander Technique, 
music making and creativity. I wondered if the structure of 
Alexander Technique provided a set of tools for musicians to 
explore and enhance their creativity. (Due to the large num-
ber of interviewees I have used first names only with their 
instrument in brackets)

All of the musicians I interviewed started Alexander Tech-
nique lessons when they were looking for solutions to in-
juries and pain. Only a few were also explicitly seeking to 
improve their efficiency in their playing. As the musicians’ 
experience with Alexander Technique grew, they articulated 
more explicitly the connections they saw between Alexander 
Technique and music making. 

Improving the quality of sound: “I can instantly hear 
the difference in the freedom and flexibility of my 
tone”

Musicians use sound as their medium for expression. Lor-
na (flute) expressed the essence of playing as, “resonating 
with another person’s experience and bringing that to life in 
a convincing way through sound”. She noted that all sound 
is created by movement and Alexander Technique provides 
the musician with tools not to interfere with the production 
of their sound. She commented: 

Alexander Technique helps me with expression because 
it quietens my mind and nervous system. The phrasing 
therefore, has more clarity and is less obstructed by hab-
it or “over-effort” and “end-gaining”. 

Kate (viola) explored a different connection between music 
making, her self-expression and Alexander Technique: 

Playing the viola is merely a way of expressing myself, 
my body, mind and spirit. We don’t play instruments be-
cause we like the way our fingers feel when they hit the 
fingerboard. We play the instrument because it helps us 
express our selves, because we find meaning in music. 
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Musicians often gauge their performance through the sound 
they are able to produce. Guido (guitar/ukulele) explained that 
making music is a process of creating bridges between what 
he hears in his head and what he is able to execute on his in-
strument and what he shares when he performs. Alexander 
Technique provides the tools to make that bridge possible. Eri-
ka (clarinet): “I can instantly hear the difference in the freedom 
and flexibility of the tone.” Mark (guitar): “I believe Alexander 
Technique principles offer me the particular means for facil-
itating spontaneous moments in my music-making allowing 
me, at times, to shift from my habitual patterns.”

“Our body is the most immediate 
instrument of our mind”

Once the musicians were able to identify their habits, they 
could inhibit them, and that opened the possibility of think-
ing in activity, as one commented: “One of the challenges in 

playing music is that it happens in real time––you are not 
able to stop and make a plan and then execute it, you have 
to think in action.” 

Ron (oboe) summarized how he integrated Alexander Tech-
nique into his playing: “I was able to think while I play. I am 
able to re-imagine the process of creating the music with 
my body in a much more efficient and pure manner.”

As the musicians learned to identify their habits, inhibit them 
and think while playing they experienced less pain and more 
ease. In our Alexander Technique lessons we worked on ap-
plying Alexander Technique principles in order to achieve 
efficiency and ease in playing. Heather (cello): “I hurt less, 
had better attention in general, and found it easy to play!” 
Erika (clarinet): “As I apply Alexander Technique principles it 
helps the air stream work more efficiently, and my sound to 
be better.” 
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When musicians play with more ease, they often exert less 
effort and play with less pain. They struggle less with hab-
its that may hinder sound, and they are more available to try 
out new and unfamiliar ways of expression.

The musician as the instrument: “I am the instrument 
that will vibrate and make a more beautiful sound”

In the Bedford lecture Alexander said: “We ourselves are the 
instrument—each one of us is the instrument—by means 
of which whatever we are going to do is done.”2 

Many of the participants in the study elaborated on seeing 
themselves as the instrument that is honed and tuned with 
Alexander Technique, as they become aware of their hab-
its, inhibit unnecessary tension and make new conscious 
decisions. 

Domagoj (violin): “Our body is the most immediate instru-
ment of our mind. Every musical instrument is therefore an 
extension of our primary instrument (ourselves). If the prima-
ry instrument isn’t functioning properly, how can we expect 
the extensions to work?” 

Erika: “Alexander Technique is the cornerstone of a success-
ful relationship with my instrument. Because there is so much 
physical connection between the air column and the perfor-
mance of the clarinet, understanding the head, neck, back re-
lationship changed my attention to the air stream completely”. 

Lorna: “The only way you can make musical expression, 
whether you’re a singer or instrumentalist, is through your 
movements and how you use yourself.” 

“Alexander gives me the tools to  
physically use my body”

Carole (voice): “When I sing I want to rid myself of unneces-
sary tension which blocks vibration. So if I am aware of ten-
sions and I consciously direct them to be released, then I as 
an instrument will vibrate and make a more beautiful sound. 
I want to sing with freedom and with a sense of total involve-
ment of my whole body.” 

Jennifer (piano): “Through Alexander lessons I have devel-
oped more awareness of mind/body unity, and more ability 
to choose how I sit, stand, walk, and play the piano. Com-
peting tensions are gradually being replaced by a sense of 
balance.” 

Diane (voice): “I’m not just vocal chords, breath, lungs. All of 
the body plays a part in the production of singing. I’ve real-
ized that I have blind points in my body awareness. I have 
habitual tensions that play a part in inhibiting the musi-
cal sound I create. It is incredibly empowering to know that 
through Alexander Technique exploration it is in my power to 
invite and direct my body to a more alive, active, intention-
al sound.”

Erika discussed the correlation between her awareness of her-
self and becoming more attentive to the musicians she was 
playing with in her quartet. “The Alexander Technique provides 
me with the ability to be so self aware so that I am no longer 
worried about myself, and therefore I am able to support those 
I play with.” Increased awareness, which includes peripher-
al vision, auditory and kinaesthetic attention, is enhanced with 
the application of Alexander Technique principles. 

A focus on practice: “With the Alexander Technique 
there is a template of constructive self-education”

Beyond discussing the sound they produced, the musicians 
spoke about using Alexander Technique principles to ap-
proach their practice. Heather (French horn) remarked that 
musicians often have experience with “self analysis in activi-
ty” as they look for ways to improve the sound they produce. 
Alexander Technique then serves as a lens for discovery of 
habits that leads to choice and potential for change. 

Heather (cello): “My work is to get my mind to stay free so 
that I can tell my body how to do it. I have to get all the pat-
terns and habits out of the way. Some of those patterns are 
physical, but some of them are mental. I thought a lot about 
freeing my neck at opera last night before I picked up my 
bow and it really helped!”

Lorna also described how she used the Alexander Technique 
to overcome a challenging passage: When I’m struggling 
with a passage that is very complicated for the fingers, if I 
focus on the fingers directly I will most likely fail. If instead 
I direct my attention to the primary control I am able to fly 
through the same passage with ease. Similarly, if my jaw is 
too tight the sound will be caged in and the tone quality se-
verely compromised. If the jaw is hanging loose on its hing-
es, which we worked on in our Alexander Technique lessons 
then the sound comes out like a dream. 

Ron: “Alexander Technique gives me the tools in order to 
physically use my body in order to master the instrument, 
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which therefore allows me to create beautiful music in the 
easiest way possible.”

Lorna: “Alexander Technique provides a template of con-
structive self-education. It completely changed the way I 
practised. It teaches you to be totally uncompromising. You 
don’t waste any time on inefficiency. For me, Alexander 
Technique is a whole outlook in terms of continuous devel-
opment and continuous self-education, with the ‘psycho’ 
part of the psycho-physical leading the way. In my experi-
ence, Alexander Technique offers more than just re-educa-
tion, and is a template for on-going education too.”

Teaching music: “Alexander Technique has radically 
changed the way I teach”

Since many musicians often teach their instrument as well 
as perform, teaching can become a fruitful setting for the 
exploration of the application of Alexander Technique. The 
musicians spoke about learning from their students as they 
reflected both on their own habits and those of their stu-
dents. They used Alexander Technique as a paradigm to 
teach about change.

Nancy (piano): “I get students thinking about using the 
whole self in the activity of playing. Another constant theme 
[in my teaching] is to do less, in order to gain more. Each 
time the students play, I ask them to allow more ease, first 
addressing muscular tension, then attending to mental ten-
sion. At each repetition I ask them to notice something dif-
ferent either in themselves or in the music.”

Sandra (voice) commented on how through learning the Al-
exander Technique she learned to observe her students and 
to pay attention to the relationship of their head/neck/back. 
Jennifer started observing her students noticing their phys-
ical and mental habits at the piano: “In observing my piano 

students, I am becoming more attuned to the relationship 
between the whole body and the instrument.”

Domagoj said: “Alexander Technique has allowed me to de-
part from my existing habits and create new ones which 
improved my playing technique and allowed me to produce 
better results by being more efficient with the use of my 
body.” He used Alexander Technique lessons to explore effi-
ciency of his use and the quality of his sound and those in-
sights shaped his teaching. Similar to Alexander’s investiga-
tion, Domagoj set up mirrors in his studio and methodically 
observed himself, learning his own habits. He traced his 
preparatory set with the violin, and then explored new ways 
of picking up and holding the violin with less tension and 
better coordination. These insights in turn became teach-
ing tools to observe his students’ habits and suggest new 
choices to them. 

Challenges and tensions in performance:  
“In performance it becomes difficult to think  
of everything at once” 

The musicians often noted that it was much easier to ap-
ply principles of Alexander Technique in their practice stu-
dio than in performance. Many found it challenging to be 
consciously sending Alexander Technique directions on top 
of all the other tasks that they attended to while performing 
(e.g., notes, rhythm, other musicians, the conductor, perfor-
mance anxiety). 

Ron (oboe): “I use Alexander Technique principles mainly 
while preparing for performance. In performance it becomes 
difficult to think of everything at once.” 

Leo (piano): “When I practise I can maintain the Alexander 
Technique thoughts and I still pay attention to the piano and 
the notes. When I perform it is too much to think about. I 
think that it is a matter of time that eventually I will be able 
to play the piano and think Alexander Technique as I per-
form and that is my goal.” 

Though Domagoj made significant changes in his playing 
he also realized that in performance, when the music was 
challenging he was reverting back to his previous hab-
its. “If I had a month to work on the new ways of playing, I 
could create the desired change, but now I can only spend 
short periods of time exploring it every day and the rest of 
the time continue with the habitual way, which is now quite 
frustrating.”
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Guido highlighted the connection between how a musician 
practises and how he performs: “What we get [on stage] 
is an amplification of our reactions. Being on stage really 
shows what you have rehearsed multiplied several times. It 
is a reflection of what and how you have worked.” 

Colin (guitar) described his process of shifting from 
the practice room to a performance: “If I apply Alexan-
der Technique when practising, this is going to carry over 
into my performance whether it is done consciously or 
unconsciously.” 

“Creativity is found in playful 
experimentation”

Mark (guitar): “It is largely my work with Alexander Tech-
nique principles outside of the performing context that has 
allowed me to simply stay more present in the performing 
arena”. Although Mark saw a decrease in pain while apply-
ing Alexander Technique principles in performing, he raised 
a particular challenge that he faced: “My conscious direc-
tions during performances, though enabling me to play with 

decreasing amounts of pain, actually inhibited my musical 
interaction by creating an artificial division between my self 
and the music I was making. By directly taking care of my 
own use in the moment I was greatly limiting much of my 
natural ability to ‘naturally’ create music.” Mark acknowl-
edged the use of muscle memory in playing but was seek-
ing awareness that led to new choices in communicating 
his ideas: “Alexander Technique has given me more space 
to create and react in musical situations, as I am more 
aware of the mental state I am in when playing my instru-
ment. This awareness helps me be present in performance, 
bringing choice and breath to moments that were previously 
determined solely through muscle memory.” 

Lorna added to the discussion of the continuum of rehears-
al to performance as she looked at the high stakes often 
involved in performance: “Alexander Technique is a way of 
learning to stay in your body, in the present moment, re-
gardless of the pressures. Alexander Technique helps me be 
more courageous because through it, I acknowledge all the 
possibilities and I can hold all of them at the same time.”
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Creativity: “An exploration, a curiosity, a constructive 
way to approach the unknown”

Creativity engages the human imagination using an authen-
tic voice through spontaneous expression while unblocking 
obstacles to our natural flow.3 Our unconscious habits often 
serve as invisible but powerful obstacles to change. When 
applying Alexander Technique principles, performers learn 
to identify their obstacles and stop them from interfering 
with their creative process. 

The musicians who participated in this study shared the 
ways in which Alexander Technique enhanced their abili-
ty to concentrate, practise, learn from mistakes, and take 
risks as they stopped their habitual responses, finding new 
means-whereby to approach their music, and paying at-
tention to their use and function. Nachmanovitch identifies 
similar prerequisites for creativity: “playfulness, love, con-
centration, practice, skill, using the power of limits, using 
the power of mistakes, risk, surrender, patience, courage 
and trust.”4 

Creativity is found in playful experimentation, “having 
nothing to gain and nothing to lose, working and playing 
around the limits and resistances of the tools we hold in 
our hands”5 Lorna spoke about being creative as a pro-
cess of moving from the known, familiar and habitual to the 
unknown: “Alexander Technique provides us with a frame-
work for encountering the unknown. I often ask my students 
to work at their edge, rather than working in their comfort 
zone. I feel like the Alexander Technique provides a very 
good framework for doing that in a way that is safe. It is an 
exploration, a curiosity, rather than anything else. It is a very 
constructive way to approach the unknown, whether it is 
learning a new piece or learning new techniques.” Similarly, 
Nachmanovitch describes creativity as a state of “cultivating 
a comfortable attitude toward not-knowing, being nurtured 
by the mystery of moments that are dependably surprising, 
ever fresh.”6

“Musicians are the instruments 
that make sound”

Alexander Technique provides a paradigm and language for 
exploration and discovery through play that focuses on in-
quiry. The Alexander principles encourage artists to become 
aware of their habitual patterns, observe these habits, and 

make choices about efficiency of use, thus providing new and 
creative venues that enhance authentic, artistic expression. 
Lorna explained the connections between skill and art and 
the role of Alexander Technique: 

Most musicians are under the illusion that they only have 
to think an idea and it will automatically be expressed in 
their playing. This is indeed the case when the body is 
free and open, but for most of us, it is wishful thinking. 
The body is so often a storehouse of tension and mem-
ories of past failures, which we try to defend against, 
and plain old bad habits that don’t serve us very well. 
Even when one can achieve a state of physical freedom, 
the mind can interfere with all sorts of negative self-talk 
when we find ourselves in high-stakes performance sit-
uations. Alexander Technique offers us constructive tools 
to deal with all that. For a musician, Alexander Technique 
greatly increases the expressive possibilities and also 
greatly decreases the stress on the body.

Alexander Technique as a framework for creativity, 
beyond efficiency

In my first years of teaching Alexander Technique, my goal 
was to have musicians consciously send directions as 
they were performing. However as I watched my students 
perform and listened to how they articulated what it meant 
for them to apply Alexander Technique principles in activ-
ity, and specifically in performance, I reframed this goal. 
I now see Alexander Technique as a tool to improve use 
and function. I currently work with students on enhancing 
thoughtful choice, coordination and good use in the prac-
tice room so that these elements will shape and inform 
the performance. 

Alexander’s focus on the “means-whereby”––focusing on 
the process of achieving a goal and not just attending to the 
goal––is very helpful in considering this continuum of re-
hearsal to performance. When an artist views her rehears-
al as a performance, and her performance as a rehearsal, 
she has many opportunities to be fully present, aware of her 
habits, inhibiting them and making choices, as she prac-
tises using Alexander’s principles in activity. Performance 
brings occasions to work with these same principles in new, 
high-stakes contexts, focusing on being present and aware, 
and continuously making choices.
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When I teach the Alexander Technique I look for ways to en-
hance students’ awareness, coordination and the efficien-
cy with which they use themselves. In order to do that, I 
observe my students and analyse their use and movement, 
discerning their habits and assessing if and how these inter-
fere with good use. As I work with students, using my hands 
to teach, I am able to support their explorations of new ways 
of using themselves efficiently. I want students to discover 
their habits as they examine their responses to stimuli. Once 
they uncover their habits, they can choose to consciously 
inhibit them and direct, using the relationship between the 
head/neck/back as an indicator of improved use. As they at-
tend to their use, students improve their functioning and are 
able to focus on playful explorations of new and unfamiliar 
ideas, sounds and narratives.

Musicians are the instruments that make sound. A pia-
no, guitar, violin, cello or drum does not make sound until 
a musician plays it. The ways musicians move and breathe 
determine the quality of contact between themselves and 
their instruments, and thus determine the quality of sound 
that is produced. When artists see themselves as the ve-
hicle for their expression, as the instrument through which 
they express themselves, Alexander Technique can provide 
them with specific ways to work on themselves: they hone 
their observation skills and increase their awareness so that 
they can identify their habitual responses to stimuli, creating 
spaces for new and creative explorations to capture unique 
expressions of human nature. 

I see the role of an Alexander teacher to teach focusing on 
process rather than the end result. The teacher encourag-
es her students to move beyond what they already know, to 
embrace mistakes as opportunities to move out of habitual 
patterns. This reciprocal teacher-student relationship is a nu-
anced process that calls on learners to make sense of their 
experiences, develop a language to capture their learning, and 
create bridges between theories and “real life” applications 
with the guidance of their teacher. It allows learners to take 
these new explorations and put them in new contexts.

Alexander Technique provides a safe, non-judgmental envi-
ronment for such explorations. Alexander saw his work as 

“re-education.” It is a paradigm for learning that is psycho-
physical and engages the whole self of the learner in a lived 
experience. It provides a language to discern the embod-
ied experience of artists, performers and audience members 
alike who participate together in making and sharing art. 
Alexander Technique encourages the development of new 
tools to observe and describe both internally and external-
ly the process of learning and creating. Therefore, Alexander 
teachers hold a unique set of skills that allow them to work 
with performers to enhance their skill and art.
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Appendix A

Table of participants
Name Instrument Alexander Technique experience * Current Occupation 

Bae Leo Piano 2 yrs Performer

Barron Laura Flute  5 yrs occasionally Flute performer
Flute teacher

Block Erika Clarinet 2 yrs Clarinet teacher at Western Washington University. 
Fifth Inversion Woodwind Quintet.

Cashin Colin Guitar Alexander teacher training** Alexander teacher

Condie Jennifer Piano 5 yrs Pianist / Piano teacher 

Davis Carole Voice Alexander teacher training**
18 yrs

Alexander and voice teacher

Hay Heather Cello 4 yrs 
10 yrs occasionally

Assistant principal cello, Vancouver Opera
Cello teacher
Instructor, Capilano University, 

Head Sandra Voice 12 yrs 
5 yrs occasionally

Singer, Vancouver Opera
Voice teacher

Heistek Guido Guitar, ukulele, 
harmonica, voice

Alexander teacher training** Performer
Music teacher
Alexander teacher

Hutchinson Chris Flute 3 yrs occasionally Performer, flutist

Ivanovic Domagoj Violin 4 yrs 
5 yrs occasionally

Violinist Vancouver Opera
Violin teacher

Mann Ron Oboe 1.5 yrs Performer
Oboe instructor, Yale College

McGhee Lorna Flute 4 yrs
3 yrs occasionally

Principal flute Pittsburgh Symphony
Orchestra
Flute teacher

Scherk Emlyn Drums 1 yr Professional drummer
Drum teacher

Sicsic Nancy Piano Alexander teacher training** Alexander teacher
Piano teacher 
Church musician

Parnell Kate Viola 6 months Choral director and college instructor

Speirs Diane Voice 6 months Singer, Vancouver Opera
Voice teacher

Vasak Mark Guitar Alexander teacher training**
5 yrs
6 yrs occasionally

Performer
Guitar teacher
Alexander teacher 
Occupational therapist

Walker Heather French horn Alexander teacher training** Alexander teacher 
Professional musician, French horn, Vancouver 
Opera, Vancouver Island Symphony

Ward Adam Saxophone 6 months Music educator

* Indicating the time studied with me
** Teachers were all trained in the Vancouver School of the Alexander Technique
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Beginner at the Piano
by Pedro de Alcantara

A few years ago, an Alexander teacher I met while travelling asked me about my work with musicians. “Do you think 
musicians’ problems come from their spending so much time sitting?” The fellow was intelligent and sensitive, but his 
question revealed a blind spot. 

We human beings are rather complicated. Our problems 
have multiple, intertwining causes. In my opinion, the one 
thing uniting all of us—musicians and non-musicians 
alike—is that the causes and symptoms of our problems 
are existential. We hurt not because we sit for long stretch-
es, but because of the challenges of life itself.

If we are to be of any help as Alexander teachers, we need 
to get the big picture on our students. I’m offering you a 
big-picture view of my existential struggles as a case study, 
and as an invitation for you to take a broad approach to 
teaching musicians (as well as anyone else). In brief, it ain’t 
about the chair!

The Journey So Far

I grew up in Brazil. At age 19 I left for the US, where I stud-
ied the cello for six years. After getting my degrees in per-
formance I went to London, where I trained as an Alexander 
teacher, certifying in 1986—nearly thirty years ago. Sub-
sequently I wrote several books, including two specifical-
ly for musicians. Indirect Procedures: A Musician’s Guide to 
the Alexander Technique was published in 1997 by Oxford 
University Press (OUP), and later translated into French, 
German, and Japanese. Integrated Practice: Coordination, 
Rhythm & Sound was published by OUP in 2011. On ac-
count of the many things I learned over the decades, I com-
pletely rewrote Indirect Procedures, and a second edition—
more properly a new book with a few shared characteristics 
with the earlier version—was published by OUP in 2013.

My books were well received and opened many doors for 
me. I roam the world, coaching musicians in individual ses-
sions and group workshops. I work with beginners, ama-
teurs, concert artists, singers, and instrumentalists from ev-
ery arena including jazz, folk and world music.

Early Performing

Early on in my professional life I stopped performing. I liked 
saying that my true calling was teaching and writing. There 

have always been fine musicians who didn’t perform and 
who dedicated their lives to pedagogy alone, and I was one 
of them. In truth, I had a deeply ambivalent relationship 
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with the cello, with the stage, and with myself. Whenever I 
turned the cello into a professional or artistic goal, I ran into 
roadblocks, sometimes giving perfectly crappy performanc-
es. It was only when I used the cello as a means to explo-
ration and discovery that I was happy; and to be happy, I 
needed to “give up the cello,” as it were—that is, to give up 
pursuing a performing career as a cellist playing the canon-
ical repertory. It took me 25 years to put this end-gaining 
version of the cello aside. At first I considered that I was on 
a long sabbatical, then I considered that I had permanent-
ly retired from performing. About seven years ago, a series 
of circumstances led me to start improvising and compos-
ing. I found myself playing the cello and singing at the same 
time; playing and whistling; playing and howling. I found 
myself playing the cello in unorthodox tunings and unorth-
odox positions. I found myself playing the piano and also 
singing while accompanying myself at the piano. Early on, 
these explorations were nothing but fun and games. In time, 
they became an entire aesthetic and I began giving public 
performances again. Now I go on stage and do the crazi-
est musical things with unalloyed joy. My new music has 
been called “shamanic jazz” and “tribal classic.” Listeners 
have had quasi-spiritual experiences during concerts and I 
myself find that my music flows from a healing source. It’s 
quite a trip.

Despite my new-found freedom, some questions remained. 
Like much trance-inducing music, my “tribal classic” com-
positions were simple in construction. In itself, this wasn’t 
a problem. But I suspected that the simplicity arose not be-
cause I chose it, but because I lacked the means to write 
and play more elaborate music. There were many reasons, 
but one was obvious: I was a lousy pianist. Back in college, 
where all music majors needed to acquire minimum key-
board proficiency, I had had derisory piano lessons. Now, 
performing in public, I was essentially a self-taught pianist 
with an awkward and incomplete technique. After much 
thought, I decided to take piano lessons afresh.

Back To Lessons

A friend of mine is a first-class professional flautist who 
plays the piano well. For some reason he’s jealous of my 
piano lessons. “I wish I could take piano lessons again,” he 
says. Strictly speaking, there are no practical reasons for 
him not to do so. All he needs is to choose a teacher among 
the many fine pianists he knows. I teased him about it. I 
said, “What feels better, to be proactive and take lessons or 
just not to take lessons and stay jealous of me?” “Staying 

jealous. It suits my personality better.” Behind the joke there 
was a real emotion without a good name—so, I’ll name it 
jealous-not-proactive. It’s a handicapping emotion, and I 
confess to suffering from it intermittently yet steadily, in dif-
ferent areas of my life. One of my students in New York City 
is a musical and dedicated amateur pianist. It dawned upon 
me, in the middle of teaching her, that I was in fact jeal-
ous-not-proactive as regarded her abilities and her disci-
pline. Back in Paris I contacted Alexandre Mion and asked 
him to teach me.

“For a few months I was the  
stereotypical beginner”

He and I go back a long time. He was among my first stu-
dents when I moved to France 25 years ago and we’ve 
done hundreds of hours of music work together. Alexandre 
is a superb pianist who teaches at a conservatory just out-
side Paris.

We met for a first lesson in the summer of 2013. I played 
for him, he showed me some exercises and we talked about 
my getting pedagogical materials. A couple of days after-
ward, Alexandre sent me a text message. It said (in my 
words now), “Pedro, I thought a lot about our lesson. I think 
it’d be better for you to start at the piano as a complete be-
ginner. Buy the Méthode de Piano by Hervé et Pouillard.” 
The method in question is meant for young children, with 
little drawings of animals on most pages. It starts from zero, 
both pianistically (sit like this, put your arms up like this) 
and musically (this is called a score; this is called the treble 
clef; this is called the bass clef). On my second piano les-
son, I became a complete beginner, a little boy pretending 
to be a 55-year-old man.

For a few months, I was the stereotypical beginner. Going 
to a lesson, I would leave the score at home. I’d fiddle with 
nothing at home the day of a lesson, then leave in a hur-
ry and arrive late. I once got off at the wrong metro station. 
During the lessons I was emotive and unfocused, incapable 
of starting and finishing a simple four-bar melody without 
making mistakes. I was a tender, handicapped little boy.

Stories of Me

I often tell myself stories regarding my body and its various 
parts. I’m left-handed; that’s a big part of my story. Eyes, 
too, merit many chapters. I’m cross-eyed, very short-sight-
ed in my left eye, less so in the right; I use each eye in 
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alternation, not both together; wearing glasses, going to the 
eye doctor, having operations in childhood . . . thousands of 
habits, behaviours, assumptions, memories and emotions 
having to do with my eyes; endless story elements, end-
lessly spun. I can go on at length also about my feet, my 
ankles, my knees, my belly, my chin, and every last bit of 
my bodily universe, including nostrils, ear canals, eyelashes, 
nails, everything. I believe this kind of storytelling is an inte-
gral part of existence for many people.

“I think I had a strand of unresolved 
and unaddressed issues going 
back to my childhood”

The danger lies in confusing the stories with a sort of objec-
tive truth. “My hands really are like this, by birth, anatomi-
cally. It’s true!” You can certainly measure your hands and 
prove that the index fingers are longer than the little fingers. 
But the story you tell is a story—a work of fiction. The hand 
about which you tell so many stories is a character in a dra-
ma, written and produced by your innermost self, for an au-
dience that includes you and also the rest of the world. Per-
ceptions, sensations, and memories “become” your hand, 
the hand with which you play the piano.

Over the decades I told myself many piano-hand stories: 
my right hand is less structured than the left (“Look at it, 
for Chrissake!”), my ring and little fingers are awkward (“By 
birth! I can prove it!”), I’m double-jointed, I’m left-handed, 
I have cello-playing habits. On some level, all these things 

are true in themselves. But this doesn’t need to predeter-
mine the hands’ behaviour or my feelings about them. In 
daily practice, you can put most or all of your time at the 
service of improving coordination, becoming focused and 
centred, learning notes and fingerings, memorizing melo-
dies, and integrating the use of the hands into the larger 
context of piano playing; or you can keep telling yourself 
stories about what you can’t do. Perversely, the very telling 
of the story handicaps you, proving that the story is “true.” 
If you’re screaming your lungs out, you can’t hear a thing; 
if you’re swallowing gobs of unmasticated food, you can’t 
breathe; if you’re shaking violently, you can’t balance your-
self on a beam; if you’re incessantly telling stories about 
what you can’t do, you can’t do anything. “Man, you’re so 
busy with those stories!”

Alexandre was patient and sympathetic, without overin-
dulging me. As a teacher, he must have seen the likes of 
me a thousand times. He witnessed my struggles, allowed 
me space and time, and kept giving me clear, helpful in-
struction. In each lesson I had fifty good reasons to love my 
teacher and be thankful for his presence.

Beginning Again

I misused myself like anyone else. I’d often look at my 
hands while playing, lowering my head and dragging my 
neck down with it. To the overly sensitive type, every remark 
from a teacher can be construed as an insult. Alexandre 
might say something about a few notes I played (“You’re 
rushing the end of the third bar”), and in quick succession 
I’d take the comment as an insult, see the absurdity of tak-
ing it as an insult, and make a joke about feeling insulted. 
The joke allowed me to pass from negative to positive ener-
gy, and then resume the practical work that the lesson en-
tailed. Every technical aspect at the piano has psychological 
dimensions to the player or student. Your sense of propriety 
is triggered and you keep making judgments of right and 
wrong, ugly and beautiful, acceptable and perverted. “You 
want me to stick my index finger all the way between those 
two black keys? That’s sick!”

We worked through the materials on the teaching method. 
Every two pages or so, the exercises and little pieces intro-
duced new demands. Early on, my practice at home was 
like my playing in lessons: terribly unintelligent. It became 
useful to have short, simple goals: play a single note, or 
two notes, maybe three or four. If your goal for the moment 
is to clarify a sequence of four notes, to play five notes is 
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to end-gain, to escape your responsibility, to indulge your 
habits and emotions. It may sound punctilious or castrating, 
but properly focusing on solving small problems is the most 
cost and time-effective tool. Call it the means-whereby prin-
ciple, if you wish.

One day the assigned piece was a sixteen-bar minuet by 
Carl Philip Emanuel Bach, one of Johann Sebastian Bach’s 
sons. While practising the minuet I remembered––so to 
speak––an exercise that I myself designed to help pia-
nists who came to study the Alexander Technique with me. 
The exercise is a short melody with specific intervals and 
fingerings, inviting the pianist to organize his or her hands 
with a focus on the anchoring role of the thumbs, the roles 
of pronation and supination in the use of the arms, and the 
play of opposing forces between the elbows and the wrists. 
By the time I was learning the minuet, I had already taught 
this exercise dozens of times in lessons and workshops, 
and I had also practised it hundreds of times for my plea-
sure and enlightenment. I describe it in detail in my book 
Integrated Practice, where I call it “The Song of Pronation.” 
When I say that I remembered the exercise, I mean that I 
stopped struggling against the piano; I practised my “Song 

of Pronation” in many guises; I grafted variations of it onto 
the minuet; and I finally got the hang of using myself well 
at the piano, playing a piece from beginning to end without 
leaking psychic energy. Essentially, I became my own Alex-
ander teacher, my own piano teacher, my own healer, my 
own psychotherapist; I became a talented beginner adult at 
the piano, and my learning accelerated considerably.

The Back Story Emerges

Why wasn’t I this talented beginner from the first lesson 
onward? I think I had a strand of unresolved and unad-
dressed issues going back to my childhood. I’m a Gemini. It 
doesn’t matter whether or not you believe in astrology. I my-
self don’t put any store in predictive horoscopes, but I enjoy 
using some of the symbols of astrology in order to look at 
myself. As a Gemini I am “two,” that is, two potentialities. I 
like calling them the Brazilian and the German-Swiss. I grew 
up in downtown São Paulo in an average Brazilian house-
hold, speaking Brazilian Portuguese and soaking up the 
values of the prevalent culture, which on the main comes 
from Portugal and its traditions. Some of my ancestors were 
German-Swiss: the Krähembühls from Signau near Bern, 
who emigrated to Brazil in the mid-19th century. Growing 
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up, you might not be acutely aware that some of the things 
that you think, feel, and do are directed by a foreign hand, 
so to speak; you have a sort of connection to people you’ve 
never met, and you end up being a bit like what your Ger-
man-Swiss great-great-grandparents may have been.

I’ll allow myself to deal in clichés and caricatures, as they 
contain useful information. The caricature Brazilian likes to 
wing it, to postpone doing things, to bend rules and regula-
tions, to foil the authorities, to tease, to tell jokes. Avoidance 
is key. The caricature German-Swiss loves the clock and 
keeps track of it slavishly. If the train is scheduled to leave 
at 12:31, it’ll leave at 12:31 exactly, to the second. What 
must be done shall be done. There are punishments and 
humiliations unto those who don’t do what must be done, 
and generally speaking it’s easier to do what must be done 
than to avoid it. Reliability is key.

You may have guessed that I’m referring to two opposing 
forces that we all have inside us: the archetypal energies 
of Improvisation and Structure. The Brazilian and the Ger-
man-Swiss are my nicknames for them. Life in Brazil does, 
indeed, embody many aspects of the archetypical improvi-
satory energy. Song, dance, and laughter are part of it; but 
so are unreliable institutions and individuals, unfinished civ-
ic projects, and a thousand other insecurities and uncertain-
ties. The Brazilian dominant culture is anti-education. The 
country’s first university was founded in 1930, less than a 
hundred years ago. Until then, there existed a few colleges 
here and there, but for the most part the children of the elite 
went abroad for its education and the masses remained un-
schooled. Public schools are extremely inadequate.

Many Brazilians are fatalistic. The thought is, “Why bother?” 
One of our recent presidents, Luís Inácio da Silva (univer-
sally known as Lula), quit school after second grade. In my 
view, he and his legion of supporters are actually proud of 
his lack of education. To put it bluntly, many Brazilians feel 
that education is bad, ignorance is good; method is bad, 
winging it is good.

Brazilians are talented, but often not accomplished. It’s very 
difficult to create a professional symphony orchestra com-
posed exclusively of Brazilian musicians. It’s necessary to 
import foreign musicians, because the locals lack train-
ing—that is, sustained, comprehensive, deep, and broad 
training, plus the long-term individual discipline without 
which training is useless. Materially as well as symbolical-
ly, the Brazilian caricature I’m sketching is someone who 

doesn’t like to do homework. The country thought it was go-
ing to wing it at the World Cup in 2014, and the result was 
a disaster in every way, including on the soccer field, where 
the other guys beat us, 7-1—I mean, the guys who like do-
ing homework and who are born to it.

My music education in Brazil was piecemeal. There was no 
music training in the public schools. I had private cello les-
sons and took my own initiative finding chamber groups or 
orchestras to play with. I didn’t have to practise, the way 
a kid in our archetypical German-Swiss household would 
have to practice; the music lessons had little importance in 
the larger scheme of things. I went for months without tak-
ing lessons. It was all hit-and-miss, unfocused, and direc-
tionless. I did have many interesting experiences. I attended 
excellent concerts (often going out on my own from age 12 
onward) and made friends among the other young musi-
cians. But there simply wasn’t enough depth, continuity, or 
commitment to my training.

When I was about 15, I joined a string orchestra in a 
wealthy Steiner school at the heart of the German commu-
nity. The kids there were terribly good-looking and confi-
dent. They spoke multiple languages and seemed to know 
their place in the world. One of the cellists in the ensemble 
was a tall and imposing guy who eventually emigrated back 
to Europe, where he developed a brilliant career as a cel-
list and conductor. On his website he calls himself a Czech 
musician and makes absolutely no mention of growing up 
Brazilian. 

“Aches and troubles are existential 
not physical or psychological”

All human beings have multiple energies within. I’m like 
everyone else in having different talents, strengths, weak-
nesses, national and cultural legacies, invisible loyalties, 
and so on. Improvisation and Structure both live in me; I am 
the Brazilian and the German-Swiss. For all of us, the diffi-
culty lies in developing not only our multiple energies, but 
integrating them into a balanced whole. I’ve achieved this 
integration in parts of my life. When teaching, I draw from 
knowledge and practical experience, while being guided by 
intuitive improvisations that get to the core of a student’s 
problem and come up with fantastically effective solutions. 
In the middle of a lesson, the gods—as it were—pass 
through me and create a new exercise, a new vocabulary, 
a new concept, an insight or three words or a gesture; the 
problem disappears, the student feels tremendous relief, 
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and the world shines with a magic sparkle. Sometimes the 
changes that a musician goes through during one of my 
workshops are so huge as to appear literally miraculous. 
And yet there’s a structured method at work—a method 
with principles and protocols.

As a practicing musician (distinct from a coach for oth-
er musicians), over the decades I neglected the structured 
method without which an improvisatory spirit cannot ex-
press itself properly. I didn’t do enough of my homework 
as a cellist, as a singer, as a composer, and of course as a 
pianist. I tried to wing it—and I failed more often than I suc-
ceeded. This arose partly out of my Brazilian heritage, part-
ly out of my being a Gemini, partly out of my “left-handed-
ness”—in sum, out of everything I was born with from head 
to toe, and what I chose to do with it. 

And Then Revelations

It’s difficult to define healing. We might quickly agree that a 
barefoot walk on the beach at sunset will have a healing ef-
fect on a stressed-out fellow. But catching sight of a pretty 
face, listening to a child laugh, hearing bells toiling, eating 
a tangerine in season, saying hello to a stranger, and any 
one thing can also have healing effects. The tangerine will 

dissolve anxieties, get old pains to lift, change your mood, 
obliterate bad memories, and so on. My piano lessons are 
healing; I consider my piano teacher a healer, or a healer 
to me. It’s not only the intelligence of his pianistic approach 
that I find healing; it’s also his steady presence, his wry hu-
mour, his patience, his own life experience, and my certain-
ty that he’s “for me” and not “against me.” Ultimately, I think 
healing means to pass from “I can’t (and I feel bad about 
it)” to “I can (and I feel good about it).” And Alexandre has 
been my guide in this passage.

My piano lessons have become lessons in integrating the 
Brazilian and the German-Swiss, integrating the over-quick 
intelligence with the over-slow body, integrating the past 
with the present and the future. I believe integration re-
quires mourning—that is, acknowledging the hurts that 
prevent integration, embodying and expressing the emo-
tions that those hurts come from, and allowing the hurts to 
have their last hurrah before joy and pleasure become the 
primary emotion in one’s life. My hurts hadn’t had their ac-
knowledgment, so they needed to have multiple hurrahs 
over many months before agreeing to dissipate.

Homework doesn’t mean only the little bits of techni-
cal practice you have to do in order to learn your pieces. It 



means to work on yourself in multiple dimensions, facing 
the various tasks at hand without avoiding them, with-
out fudging, without fooling yourself or other people. 
Homework is permanent and immediate; it takes place 
right now, not later. And because I finally agreed to do 
my homework, everything in my life—including my cel-
lo practice, my writing schedule, or my own pedagogi-
cal skills—has changed for the better, because I’m here, 
now; not there, later.

Aches and troubles are existential, not physical or psycho-
logical. Any one symptom in anyone’s life exists in a con-
text of thoughts, feelings, sociocultural realities, and sto-
ries. As Alexander teachers we need to become aware of 
our students’ stories, which are inseparable from their ex-
periences and perceptions; and we also need to become 
aware of our own stories, because they determine what 
we do as teachers and human beings. We might consider 
that the use of the self is the unfolding of a story. Then we 
might want to become experts in embodied narratives.

Each student—musician or non-musician, beginner or 
advanced—has individual needs, and as a teacher you 
might develop practical ways of meeting these needs. But 
every student has universal needs as well: the need for 
acknowledgment, space and time, laughter, and healing. If 
you aren’t a trained musician and if you feel incapable of 
solving individual, specific instrumental or vocal problems, 
don’t worry. Simply give your students space and time 
(a.k.a. inhibition and direction), and you’ll serve them well.

About the Writer
Pedro de Alcantara is a musician, writer, and 
teacher. His books include Indirect Procedures: 
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Violinist in Balance: An Interdisciplinary Approach
By Crissman Taylor

I initially came to the Alexander Technique because of my own violin playing difficulties. The opportunity for long-
term observation of others only began for me in 1991 in my new job as Alexander Technique teacher at the Utrecht 
Conservatory. 

I discovered that all the violinists had difficulty securing the 
instrument without tension. I thought, what would be the 
use of my work as an Alexander teacher, helping them to 
free the neck, back and arms, if the rest of the week they 
had to clamp down with the jaw, hike up the shoulder and 
press?

A chance for a research project arose and was taken. Be-
tween 2000-2005 at the conservatory we charted the link 
between ill-fitting chin and shoulder rests and recurrent dif-
ficulties in use in playing. We custom-fitted chin rests and 
shoulder rests progressively throughout one school year, 
during which the players received private lessons and group 
instruction weekly.

Towards the end of the research, the musicians surprised 
us with this discovery: as excessive muscle tension and 
cramped joints eased and pain or discomfort disappeared, 
they were able to perceive the more delicate, pleasurable 
movements associated with violin playing. As heads came 
up from cramped playing positions, students reported being 
better able to observe their interaction with their instrument, 
leading to an increased sense of technical control. In other 
words, a combination of ergonomic playing analyses, pro-
gressive equipment changes and Alexander lessons helped 
the students to improve sensory appreciation in relation to 
their playing.

After the research was published online, we were inundat-
ed with requests from violinists and violists for assistance. 
We decided to set up the Violinist in Balance team to assist 
individual players to undergo a similar program of Alexander 
Technique supported by ergonomic help.1

As more players contacted us, it became clear that the top-
ic we had uncovered was not widely known or taught in the 
violin and viola-playing world. Traditional violin and viola 
technique tends to concentrate on the arms and hands, re-
ferring mainly to “bowing and fingering technique.” Comb-
ing the literature and asking around, we realized that there 

was little in any method that mentioned the role of the neck 
in the coordination of the whole player.

Often even the best players have not been given much 
choice in equipment or an education that includes coordi-
nation at the core. Violin teachers will sometimes describe 
how they hold their instrument as if it is possible for every-
one to do the same, regardless of build or personal playing 
style of the student. Players are very loyal to their teachers. 
It is essential for Alexander teachers to be sensitive to this 
loyalty when teaching conservatory students. Fine string 
players and teachers demand our respect and we should 
listen to them, since they have spent years mastering their 
craft. Respect should also be given to the precious relation-
ship between the professional player and his/her instru-
ment. One must not interfere with the delicate balance of 
this relationship, but take the cue from the player on how to 
introduce new options. 

Musicians tend to suffer in silence. In my own conserva-
tory studies, I had encountered a certain prejudice: when 
students struggle with psycho-physical problems they can 
be labeled “untalented.” Students often cite famous violin-
ists who can “play with any equipment.” It is no wonder that 
students keep quiet about their troubles.

Is Good Use Enough?

I sometimes hear from Alexander teaching colleagues:

“If your use is good enough, you should be able to use any 
equipment.” 

My feeling is: why bother using the wrong tools? Better 
use empowers us to choose our tools more wisely for each 
task. And there are not many tasks in life that require one 
to move freely while clamping something between jaw and 
collarbone! Still, I decided to ask my violin-playing col-
leagues what they thought about these sentiments.
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Esther Visser: “I don’t agree. With some hardware you can 
really disturb your use. If you give someone a chin rest that 
is too high or a shoulder rest that hooks over the shoulder, 
it totally fixes you. Even if your use is very good, you will still 
be fixed by that instrument.”

Gilles Rullman: (laughs) “You would need very, very good 
use. I think you could hardly expect anyone to develop the 
use needed to work with anything. If the hardware is so 
loose [that it causes] a lot of sliding of the instrument down 
the shoulder, it is incredibly hard to not try and grip it. And 
if [the chin rest] is so low compared to your neck then you 
will have to do this (bends his neck and pulls his head down 
to the chin rest), and you can do this with good use and not 
suffer too much, but, it still is not really advisable to do so.”

Another problem is that traditional equipment generally 
forces the instrument into an inconvenient position for bow-
ing and fingering. The instrument is out of alignment to the 
natural range for the joint movements of arms, wrist and 
hands. This distorts the playing environment, causing over-
stretch and cramping of the arm and hand joints at different 
moments during playing. 

“Violinists often resemble expert  
gymnasts in neck braces!”

Playing distortion is so common that the movements used 
to counteract it are seen as normal and are often incor-
porated into playing techniques. Certain misuses of the 
arms and hands are then no longer seen as compensa-
tory techniques to an ill-ordered playing environment, but 
as techniques to be desired and to be practised. When the 

instrument is placed to facilitate natural range of move-
ment, these compensatory techniques are no longer neces-
sary. Players are generally attached to them nonetheless.

Players are also attached to the methods they use to secure 
the instrument. Often these methods are also compensa-
tions for ill-fitted equipment, which in turn are incorporated 
into string-teaching methods.

One method largely in use advocates clamping the violin 
between jaw and shoulder alone, then dropping the arms 
and marching around the room. The theory behind this is 
that the left hand will be free to move if the instrument is 
clamped between the head and shoulder. Of course, we 
know that an immobilized head, neck and back does not 
contribute to freedom of movement in the arms.

Another method advises relaxation, and involves dropping 
the weight of the head forward and down on to the chin 
rest. However, the weight idea is usually taken too far, and 
the neck is bent over further than the natural range of the 
upper vertebrae, interfering with the chance of forward and 
up. This is often accompanied with the advice to “relax the 
left arm,” which generally causes the player to disconnect 
an already tense arm from the energy of the trunk, making 
the whole left side hang. It also disturbs one of the supports 
of the instrument, an active left hand.

So, without the ability to go up and do as little as possible, 
the player has often taken advice to stiffen and clamp, or to 
go floppy, and has landed in a real pickle before they come 
to the Alexander teacher. Good players very often have found 
their own solution, but the language and imagery of the violin 
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Ill-fitting equipment leads to sideways compression of neck and 
shoulder tension.

Length and rotation of neck possible with customised chin rest.
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world does not universally include coordination at the centre. 
Violinists often resemble expert gymnasts in neck braces! 

As Alexander teachers we of course wish that they could 
free the neck and come in to their length and width and 
play without clamping anything between head and shoul-
der. However, in most cases, if the player were to send the 
head forward and up and free the shoulders, the instrument 
would fall on the floor! 

A violin has the tendency to slip away especially in those mo-
ments when the left hand, the fingering hand, needs to slide 
along the strings away from the face, pulling the instrument 
with it. It is at those moments when a small nod of the head at 
the top of the spine can bring the jaw in contact with the chin 
rest, allowing the player to secure the instrument without com-
promising poise. However, this ideal is almost never possible, 
as the chin rest is often nowhere in sight. On top of that, shoul-
der rests under the instrument do not provide sufficient support 
in the right place to allow the shoulder girdle to remain free. 

Good use does not mean accepting all situations as they 
come. Improved use provides us with many chances to ob-
serve ourselves, the environment, our tools and the choice 
to stop the habits. From a chair to a chin rest, we can then 
make informed choices of how to use our tools and what 
they should be. We can also choose to alter or exchange 
them. Good use opens up chances to invent something 
new. In the context of improved use, giving people more 
choices becomes both possible and useful.

New Choices

The equipment should function as a kind of addition to the 
human structure and its buoyant direction, bringing the in-
strument and player closer. In creation of custom equip-
ment we are looking for a chin rest and shoulder rest that 
improves the dynamic and spatial environment for playing, 
allowing the players to:

• move their arms, wrists and hands within a natural 
range of movement

• while applying their best use of head, neck and back 

When the chin rest fits and the player can turn and nod the 
head and find the chin rest, then the contact of the jaw on 
the chin rest can contribute to the “up” in the spine and tor-
so, instead of decreasing it. Actively securing the instrument 
does not then detract from a powerful up but contributes to 
it. In order for this to work the chin rest must be formed to 
the jaw shape and neck length and the desired position of 
the instrument, so that the balance of the head on the top 
vertebrae is respected to the millimeter.

In addition, the shoulder rest must not push on the acromi-
on and chest muscle, limiting movement. For that reason, 
we developed a collarbone rest that supports the instrument 
better and yet allows for movement of the shoulder girdle. 
The wedge-shaped cushions built into the rest create a 
“plateau” for the violin. 

This chin rest would require the player to pull the head down to play
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Of course, getting used to a new spatial environment and 
way of securing the instrument takes some getting used to. 
The Alexander teacher is even more important for the player 
after the equipment has been fitted during this reorientation 
period. With Alexander support, we find that reorientation to 
the new placement of the instrument goes more quickly. 

Research and case studies

In sports, much is invested in the correct equipment and 
coaching. In music, this is just beginning. Yet, there is plen-
ty of suffering in the music business, ranging from constant 
pain and physical injuries to frustrated talent and broken 
careers. In 1997 the Fédération Internationale des Mu-
siciens (FIM) surveyed 57 orchestras worldwide. Through-
out the world, the results were consistent: 56% had suf-
fered pain when playing within the last year [19% of these 
were violinists] and 34% experienced pain more than once 
a week. The most common sites of pain were the neck, 
shoulders and back. In 19%, the pain was severe enough 
to stop performance…the musicians themselves attributed 
[their pain] to “doing it wrong” (e.g. poor posture, bad prac-
tice technique, lack of fitness, stress). Many of these prob-
lems are preventable. To the question “do you think your 
college or academy gave you sufficient help in preparing for 
the stresses and strains of being an orchestral musician?” 
the answer in 83% was “no.” 2 A Finnish medical study of 
teenage violinists involving x-rays over time showed that 
playing the violin or viola can affect the growth of the skull. 
The skulls of the players grew crooked due to pressure on 

the jaw and to the increased muscle growth on the right 
side of the jaw and face that they needed to counterbal-
ance the weight of the instrument on the left. Their teeth 
(incisors) were pushed forward and distorted due to the 
asymmetrical pressure exerted on the jaw. The researchers 
called for “the creation of ergonomically designed support 
equipment in order to diminish possible future maladies 
among professional violinists.” 3,4

I have been surprised at some of the issues I have seen 
in the past twenty years, often referred to me by doctors. 
They range from an experienced violin teacher who cannot 
breathe normally at night because his chin rest has been 
pushing into his esophagus for 40 years and has bent it 
sideways, to a teenager whose sternum has turned side-
ways towards the heart due to pressure of the shoulder 
rest. Players in the prime of their playing career confront 
neck hernias or development of bone spurs due to having to 
move to the music against a backdrop of immobility in neck 
or shoulder girdle. I saw a 15-year-old diagnosed with sco-
liosis who was told that she would have to wear a full-body 
brace for five years, 24 hours a day. A second opinion at the 
musicians’ clinic of the Amsterdam Medical Centre linked 
the twist in her back to violin playing. (Brace not needed, 
but change of habit and equipment).

With these issues being researched and recognized, the cli-
mate of self-blame and silence may slowly be changing, of-
fering a chance for timely solutions. 

Customised chin rest still leaves room to move
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As one conservatory student said:

“The most important thing I found out was that I was not the 
problem, I just needed to find a way to solve the problem.”

Ergonomics and End-gaining

You do not want to measure and fit to a shortened, nar-
rowed frame. Nor can you stretch out clients to an approx-
imation of their true length and width before the fitting and 
expect them to be able to adapt to your ideal equipment 
later. You cannot convince clients to give up habits suddenly 
when they have developed these habits over years in order 
to survive in their profession. You need to give them room to 
change, experiment and improve. 

One certainly can’t improve the dynamic relationship be-
tween the player and his instrument by equipment alone. 
Even the best equipment will not keep people from clamp-
ing, pulling down, stiffening and all of the habits that cause 
havoc in playing the violin or viola. Yet, the worst equipment 
will certainly help them to do so.

Twenty years of creating chin rests and shoulder rests by 
hand, one-by-one for hundreds of players has allowed us to 
amass a body of experience and ergonomic information that 
can be put to use.

One thing is clear, it takes both an Alexander eye and expe-
rience in violin or viola playing, plus a new set of skills to fit 
players successfully and guide them through the changes 
in their use. Then, you need the skilled technicians to create 
equipment you have designed. 

Team Work 

At the Oundle School in England, a team has been devel-
oped over the past three years. Julia Cowper works togeth-
er with violin teacher Tim Warburton supported by the head 
of strings Angus Gibbon, head of music Quentin Thomas, 
and the string and Alexander teachers in residence. The pu-
pils, aged 11-18, receive a program of Alexander lessons 
and individual fittings and their equipment is altered as they 
grow. 

This trained team is backed up by our team in Holland. We 
have developed a series of 60 chin rests to select from 
and each collarbone rest is made to measure. Tim has also 
trained with our chin rest maker to craft individual custom 
chin rests as needed. 5

Meanwhile, back in Holland, trials of new technologies have 
been carried out with our string-playing Alexander col-
leagues in Holland and applied at the conservatory with the 
help of string teachers and their students. Using 3D printing 
technologies we can craft a digital design of a chin rest and 
produce it immediately. After the client has tried it, chang-
es can be made to the design on the computer and a new 
model created. Modular sets of clavicle rests can be as-
sembled to match each trial chin rest. This way, the equip-
ment can change over time and the client can be part of the 
designing of it by being able to feel what new options might 
provide for him. As he progresses in improving his playing 
and use, the equipment can change with him.

None of this is of use without the re-training of cramped 
playing habits and general use. The role of the Alexan-
der teacher is crucial and we are hoping that more col-
leagues will come forward who wish to add further skills 
to what they already offer their violin-playing clients. From 
helping instrumentalists go through equipment changes to 
learning to fit devices there are many layers of specialised 
skills to learn. However, with an interdisciplinary approach, 
combining Alexander Technique, knowledge of string play-
ing, informed ergonomics and technology, we can sup-
port a healthier relationship between musicians and their 
instruments. 

If you are interested in participating in workshops or 
training courses on this topic, please contact us at 
info@artistinbalance.org

Finished custom chin rests by Lies Muller, finished by Tim Warburton.
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Practising The Practice 
by Evangeline Benedetti

The visiting musician asked the New York City cab driver, “How do I get to Carnegie Hall?” 

“Practise!”

This age-old joke is the story of a musician’s life, actually 
my life. As a member of the New York Philharmonic, I have 
played in Carnegie Hall, Avery Fisher Hall, now David Geffen 
Hall, at Lincoln Center and most of the major concert halls 
of the world. It took practice, indeed. 

As a child, I practised to get better. I practised more to get 
into conservatory, as the competition for admission was 
tough. During those college years I practised a minimum of 
three hours a day, not including rehearsals and performanc-
es which often added up to six or more hours a day behind 
the cello. In fact, practising until you nearly “dropped dead” 
was sort of a badge of honour. 

A few years after earning my degrees and playing my Car-
negie Recital Hall debut, Leonard Bernstein selected me to 
become a member of the New York Philharmonic when I 
was twenty-five years old. Although I was rather young for 
such a position, more remarkably, I was a woman and at 
that time only the second female member to become ten-
ured and the first female cellist in the 125 year history of 
that institution.

One might think that my practising days were over––that I 
had arrived, but no, I had only just begun. The vast reper-
toire of an orchestra the caliber of the New York Philhar-
monic required enormous amounts of practice while partic-
ipating in an intense rehearsal and performance schedule. 
There are at least four rehearsals and four concerts ev-
ery week with different repertoire to be performed at each 
weekly series; world premiers, recordings, television pro-
ductions and tours––themselves containing several alter-
nating concert programs. I practised as we toured European 
capitals, major cities in South America and the far east.

Practice is the life of a professional musician. Fortunate-
ly, practising is fuelled by a passion for music and a de-
sire to play at the highest level, so it is a genuine labour of 
love. If we are to believe neuroscientist and psychologist, 
Daniel Levitin, 10,000 hours will be just about enough 

time to become an expert at anything,1 although this goes 
against Alexander’s most fundamental premise: that it 
is how we practise, rather than how much. If we follow 
Levitin’s claim for now at least, at four hours a day, every 
day of the year (no holidays exempt), this means practis-
ing nearly seven years; at six hours a day, more than four 
and a half years. These hours mean practice room time 
only of attentive, concentrated practice and do not include 
rehearsals and performances. So, to be realistic, three 
hours a day of this kind of practice is nearly all most can 
do, therefore it takes more than nine years for the aver-
age musician to become accomplished, which is the usual 
amount of time devoted to earn Bachelor and Master de-
grees combined, plus the hours of preparation to get into 
a conservatory setting.

This intensity of practising and performing began to take 
its toll. Aches and pains that had been controllable became 
worse and begged for my attention. The pain between my 
spine and left shoulder blade persisted. At last, I sought the 
help of Alan Rusk, a doctor at New York University Hospital’s 
rehabilitation department.

“Practising until you nearly dropped dead 
was a badge of honour”

The pain between my spine and left shoulder blade had 
persisted. He understood my problem as he was an ama-
teur violist with similar pains. He quickly dug his finger into 
the muscular knot that was the symptom and prescribed 
lessons with Deborah Caplan to learn the Alexander Tech-
nique. What a life-changing event. This prescription not only 
helped me out of my pain, but also showed me the path 
for changing life long habits. I loved it so much I eventually 
trained to be a teacher to share this experience with others.

A lesson with Debbie was one of the highlights of my week. 
It was reminiscent of the excitement of going to cello les-
sons. What was I going to learn next? How could I get bet-
ter? What could I do to break the knot that was hindering 
my joy of playing? 
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I learned the organization of the body and the harmony of 
directed movement. “Hands leading” was the jumpstart for 
re-learning my cello technique. Inhibition began to creep 
into my work. I was told repeatedly to “not do,” to release 
rather than do.

But wait a minute! This is nearly the opposite from the prac-
tice scene I have described for becoming a musician. My 
quest began: How in the world do I reconcile these two 
ways of learning? How do I incorporate the blissful feeling 
of an Alexander Technique lesson into the turmoil of prac-
tising to perform optimally? How can I apply the Alexander 
Technique to the stress of playing intimately with others in 
rehearsals and performances when ideas must be recon-
ciled to present a unified performance? How can I endure 
the endless hours of cello playing? Although I learned to sit 
better and to have better use of my body, I could not simply 
add the general concepts of the Alexander technique to my 
cello technique. Eventually I learned that the incorporation 
of the Alexander Technique into playing means doing the 
process of thinking and directing before the action, as we 
do in the Alexander Technique to relearn general use. How-
ever, instead of words or pictures to prompt action, musical 
thought—music heard in the inner ear, the aural image—
replaces the “thinking”, and the instruction to the hand-arm 

complex, really the whole body, to play the musical thought 
is “directing.” 

The Beginning of Re-learning

Alexander Technique lessons can be of great importance to 
the musician since sitting (or standing) is often the first ac-
tivity to master. The first information any Alexander Tech-
nique teacher can impart to the musician is that sitting is an 
activity that involves the whole body and requires a dynami-
cally lengthening spine as one plays. When I began teaching 
cello and Alexander lessons in a single lesson, I taught the 
traditional chair work that I learned with Debbie, Judith Lei-
bowitz, Troop Mathews and others. Then I had my students 
play in this re-learned sitting. It was time consuming and al-
though I am not minimizing the importance of the multi-lay-
ered approach it addresses, I simply didn’t have time to get 
around to listening to their playing enough—a real frustra-
tion for music students and teachers.

As often happens, I stumbled upon a way to teach sitting 
that is not as time consuming. I discovered it while I was 
teaching the Alexander Technique ideas to a bunch of squir-
relly boys and girls at a Suzuki string camp, called Strings 
by the Sea in beautiful San Diego, CA. I was giving turns 
to the children to give each one a hands-on experience of 
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moving from standing to sitting. Moving from standing to sit-
ting using the hip joints as the primary mover was as unfa-
miliar to them as it is to many people. They were doing quite 
well and at least recognized that this way was a different 
way to sit from their normal way. 

However, the next in line was a boy about 10 years old who 
couldn’t get the idea to move this way. No matter what I 
did, I could not get him to move within his hip joints. I doubt 
he knew if he even had them. A flash of inspiration came: I 
asked him if he could squat. Before I could finish the ques-
tion, this beautiful boy was doing a well-coordinated squat 
before my eyes, obviously moving in his hip joints. I realized 
right then and there that moving from standing to sitting is 
simply doing a partial squat. I asked him to straddle the cor-
ner of a bench at a picnic table overlooking the ocean and 
squat as far as he could until the bench interrupted his full 
squat. By doing so, he was sitting on the bench in the most 
beautiful stance that I could imagine. Of course, I tried it 
myself, and then had the other youngsters do it. The looks 
on their faces were as if they were saying, “Oh, yeah, that’s 
what you mean!” Thus the squat-sit or “squit” was born.

From then on, I have taught the squit as a means of intro-
ducing the Alexander Technique way of sitting to hundreds 
in workshops and privately. It works quickly and brings about 
changes we look for in playing, though more practice and re-
finement will be needed with the assistance of an Alexander 
teacher over time. It is a natural, understandable and practical 
way to learn to incorporate dynamic sitting when playing. 

“Rather surprisingly, I began to have instant 
control over my interpretation”

The beauty of squatting to sit is that almost everyone can do 
it immediately and can do it without the hands of a teach-
er guiding. Players usually have noticeable, positive feed-
back from sitting this way because they immediately sound 
better. They know they are sitting on their sit bones because 
they can actually feel them, and they often feel that moving 
is easier or that their arms feel lighter—all things the Alex-
ander Technique can do for us. The goal-oriented, practis-
ing musician now has something to practise and do that will 
bring the Alexander Technique principles into playing.

Something To Do and Practise

Practising and doing are a deviation from the time-honoured 
way I was trained in Alexander Technique. Yet, I do practise 

the squat and the squit. I also practice directions, inhibi-
tion and awareness. Just as practice is essential to learning 
any technique on one’s instrument, practice is necessary to 
master the Alexander Technique. The Alexander Technique is 
a “practice” in the sense that it’s a way of living, as is music, 
when you take into consideration the time to become ac-
complished. Now we have the opportunity to meld these two 
ways of practice. The Alexander student needs to practise 
movements that are new to him through repetition just as 
the musician needs to practise, through repetition, passages 
or scales in order to play reliably. The musician also needs 
to practise the principles of Alexander Technique: learning 
directions, inhibitions, non-doing and building awareness 
when playing. 

The insights into fusing the practice into practising oc-
curred within my teacher-training course. My trainer, Troop 
Mathews, was doing hands-on work with me while I played 
my cello. Rather surprisingly, I began to have instant control 
over my interpretation. I was spontaneous and creative in 
the moment. Prior to this I had to plot or plan my interpreta-
tion and then practice it until it felt right. Now I could inter-
pret immediately.

I realized, after reliving this experience, that Alexander di-
rections work for the multi-layered instructions a musician 
needs to play. Now I am able to play this way all the time. 
For instance, I can simultaneously direct my right hand to 
vary the placement, pressure and speed of motion to the 
bow as well as my left hand to change the pitches accurate-
ly. I had to direct my hands, in just the same way that I had 
learned in Alexander Technique lessons to direct myself to 
sit differently from my habitual way. However, for playing, the 
directions were not only for corrections of habit that are usu-
ally addressed in an Alexander Technique lesson, but also 
for creative interpretation. For instance, the printed middle 
C is actually an internal sound that stimulates a direction to 
make that sound on the cello and to either play that pitch on 
the A-string or on the D-string, and sometimes, not so prac-
tically, on the G or C-strings. The spontaneous choice I make 
immediately orders my fingers to play it one place or anoth-
er. The melody became my directions.

I also infused my practice with inhibition. I took to heart the 
concept that one has to stop something before doing some-
thing differently. Playing is habitual and practice creates 
habit––although not necessarily perfect, as the saying goes. 
If we want to change a wrong note, for example, we must 
first stop before the wrong note in order to replace it with 
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the correct note. This principle put into action during prac-
tice can save a musician many hours of repetition. First, the 
musician needs to identify the exact note where the passage 
begins to go wrong, second, stop right before it, third, con-
sciously hear the correction in one’s head and then direct 
oneself to play the correct note. This is “constructive, con-
scious control” in action.

Although learning directions and inhibition is perhaps the 
greatest contribution of the Alexander Technique for per-
formers to achieve reliability and artistic expression, an Al-
exander teacher does not need to be a performing artist in 
order to help. An Alexander Technique teacher re-educates 
players to use the whole body when playing, and to restore 
super-fine coordination through lengthening and freeing the 
neck and spine. This is essential for the player to reduce un-
necessary tension. 

From the discussion thus far, we have explored two ways to 
approach learning. The learning of a musician is direct. It is 
doing. It is often exploration through repetition until it works, 
thus building tension. It is gaining security through drilling. 
The Alexander Technique is learning by removing blockages 
that prevent optimal movement. We might characterize the 
musicians’ way as adding and the Alexander Technique way 
as subtracting. This is the dichotomy that must be bridged. 
We can do this by incorporating one into the other to bring 
about a new way, one in which both are mutually dependent 
on each other. 

The Squat 

I would like to describe the squat and the squat-sit before 
continuing with the melding of both practices. 

A word of caution, squatting to the ground is not recom-
mended if you have problematic knees or hips and your 
range of movement is limited. However, the squit uses the 
same principles and is achievable even for the less flexible. 

The range of motion for the squat is maximum flexion for the 
whole body, while standing upright is nearly complete exten-
sion. The full range of movement is preferable, but it is not 
necessary for sitting and standing. Moving in the proper or-
der with direction is important, not the range of motion.

“I have learned that freedom in playing comes 
from freedom in all of me”

The sequence for doing the squat begins in standing. To 
stand, balance on both feet with slightly more weight in the 
heels. See that you are not being a drill sergeant or that you 
are not slouching. Be sure to balance your head on the top-
most vertebra. For my way of thinking, standing is the foun-
dation of sitting, as I will keep a feeling of standing in my 
torso as I sit. 

Having established balanced standing, begin the movement 
into the squat by first releasing your neck to free the torso. 
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Be sure that your arms are comfortable next to your torso 
and your feet a little wider than hip-width. Next bend your 
knees a bit, keeping your torso at full length as when stand-
ing. Continue to bend your knees while you tilt your tor-
so, with your head moving forward and your sit bones(used 
in place of ischial tuberosity) moving back as you rotate 
over the ball and socket joint that is the hip joint. Continue 
to bend your knees until you have reached your maximum 
movement with your sit bones pointing toward the floor and 
your head still balanced on top of the spine. 

To return to standing from the squat, begin by sort of turn-
ing yourself upside down, head towards the floor and sit 
bones towards the ceiling, the way a toddler often does it 
after squatting in the sandbox, and then roll your spine up to 
standing. Pay attention that your pelvis returns to upright. 

A helpful image is to see your pelvis in the shape of a “V.” 
Note that the upper rims of the pelvic bones, the iliac crests, 
are farther apart than the lower ends, i.e. the sit bones. By 
visualizing a line from the top and front edge of each pelvic 
bone to the sitting bones, you can see this “V” shape. When 
I think of making the “V,” my pelvis becomes clearer to me 
and more manageable. I feel more “up” along my spine, my 
head goes into balance and my shoulders go “out”. 

The Squit

To squit, straddle the corner of a chair, or just touch the 
edge of the seat with the back of your legs so that you are 
confident that the chair is there. Now squat again using the 
procedure described above, but let the chair stop you. Keep 
the feeling of “standing” in your torso when your sit bones 
are on the chair, although you are technically sitting. Inhibit 
settling down, or moving toward the back of the chair unless 
you do not have your sit bones firmly on the chair, however 
you may adjust your feet for balance. 

How To Practise: A Musical Passage and the Squit

For me, practising is a time to be in my musical lab to ex-
periment with possibilities to improve my playing. First, I 
develop an aural image of what I want to play by hearing a 
passage in my “inner ear,” or “in my head.” Then I play it, 
constantly listening to hear if it matches my aural image, all 
the while assessing what I need to improve. I only repeat it 
when I have a focus for the repeat. It might be intonation, 
rhythm or interpretation. I always mentally state my focus 
and never repeat just to repeat, unless my focus is for con-
sistency. While playing I have a mental monologue giving in-
structions and I constantly assess what I actually hear to de-
termine if it matches my aural image. 

My process for practising the squit is similar. I see with my 
“inner eye,” or visualize, the movement I want to make and 
then squat and return to standing, while evaluating how I can 
improve it. I do it again with a focus. I visualize the changes 
I want while I stand before moving into the squat. My focus 
might be any one of the following: standing balanced, or tall; 
neck free with head balanced; widening the shoulders; placing 
the feet wider than the hip joints; balancing weight between 
the heels and balls of the feet; or elongating the spine from 
the tailbone to the head. Then I move with a focus.

When moving, consider the following assessments: 

• Am I moving so that my head and spine have an ener-
getic or literal movement up as my legs move energeti-
cally towards the floor? 

• Did I bend my knees as the initial movement immediate-
ly following the head movement? 

• Did I move so that my knees move directly over my 
toes? 

• Did I tilt my torso forward using the hip joint as the place 
from which I tilt? 

• Did I remember to keep my neck free throughout?
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Musicians 2.0

When practising an instrument, the beat coordinates the 
physical movement as well as the musical movement. It is 
our inner conductor. I find that I can do complex patterns of 
movement more easily if I put them to a beat—for example, 
the squat. I use 4/4 as my rhythmic pulse at the speed of 
30 beats per minute*. I count: one, two, three, four and keep 
repeating the sequence. Alternatively, select a faster speed, 
say 60 mm, and count at least two beats for each segment 
of the movement described below.

The Squat With a Beat 

• On one: inhale 
• On two: come to your tallest posture and activate the “V”
• On three: exhale and descend into the squat 
• On four: take a moment to let your spine lengthen or 

stretch in the squat
• On one: inhale 
• On two: renew the “V” tilting your head towards the floor 

and sit bones up towards the ceiling
• On three: roll up to standing
• On four: enjoy your uprightness as you begin your inha-

lation to repeat 

Repeat this sequence several times being sure to have a fo-
cus each time, just like when practising an instrument. It is 
attentive practice that bears results. As I refine the squatting 
movement, my awareness gets sharper and the subtleties of 
ineffective use pop out for me to correct.

Warming Up: Practice Routine

To fuse the squat and squit into playing, practise it. Do the 
squat immediately followed by the squit. 

I personally practice this squit just as if it were a musical 
passage, applying the focus and attention necessary for im-
provement. Melding repetition with awareness is an import-
ant part of this new kind of learning, so I do the squit as 
many times as I would a passage––well almost. I think the 
benefits will be obvious when practised consistently for a 
few weeks and it will become as much a part of warming up 
as playing scales.

After finishing the squit practice, I take my instrument and 
begin to play scales or other warm up exercises with this 

difference: in between each scale or repetition of the scale, 
I stand, squat and then squit, with the instrument in hand. I 
like playing scales for only two octaves, proceeding through 
the keys sequentially, moving to the next scale a half step 
up from the previous. This way, I cover every note, every 
string and all sequential fingering patterns and shifts. When 
I do the whole chromatic sequence of scales, I squat and sit 
twelve times! Before I know it, energy is flowing, breathing 
becomes easier and freedom comes into my work. 

Performing

When performing, I also begin with the squit and let my 
hands emerge from this movement. If I have a few moments 
to rest during a particular work, I return to active sitting by 
renewing my “V.” I have accomplished integrating the Alex-
ander Technique into my playing, and I can renew it at will. 
I have learned that freedom in playing comes from freedom 
in all of me: mind, body and soul, not only the parts of my 
body that are directly involved with the instrument. When I 
sense freedom missing from a part of my body, I check my 
thoughts first, then the basic use of my whole self and then 
the symptoms last. 

In daily life, I have a practice of directing my activities 
through verbal thoughts or images. In musical life I have a 
practice of directing as well, but with the following distinc-
tion; my musical thought, or my aural image, is the direc-
tive to move in the patterns that I need to make music. The 
squit is built into playing the melody as much as my hands 
are. The integration of the body, mind and soul into playing 
is now complete.

And so, practise your practice (or hail a cab), and you’re on 
your way to Carnegie Hall!

About the Writer
The first female cellist in the history of the New York 
Philharmonic, Evangeline was invited by Leonard 
Bernstein in 1967 and played nearly 8000 concerts 
around the world in her 40-year career. She com-
pleted her Alexander teacher training in 1991, is cur-
rently a faculty member of the innovative iClassical 
Academy and her book Cello, Bow, and You: Putting 

It All Together is published by Oxford University Press. 
http://www.evangelinebenedetti.com

*   mm=30 or mm=60 means a tempo of the number of beats in the duration of a minute. Therefore, mm=60 means 60 beats a minute or one per second, and mm=30 
means that a beat is 2 seconds long. Attributed to Maelzel Metronome, the inventor
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